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1. ABSTRACT

The purpose of the study was to determine which factor is the most influential towards a student’s decision to persist

within the astronomy field of study and how that relates to the prevalent racial gap within the department. The 2020

report from the American Institute of Physics contained a survey that compared undergraduate African American and

White students through a series of questions. The parameters from that report was utilized for this study and the

final calculations and results will be provided once it is available.

2. INTRODUCTION

Among the other fields of science, astronomy ranks as one of the worst departments relative to racial diversity among

their demographics. Though there should be a clear reflection of the general population’s racial percentage, this is

unfortunately not the case. The 2007 Nelson Diversity Survey highlights the racial disparity among the faculty of

the top 50 astronomy schools across the United States. Taking into account every faculty member, 90% identified

as White, and approximately 1% identified as Black or Latinx. Analyzing the U.S. Census that year, approximately

66% identified as White, 12.2% as Black, and 15% as Latinx. Instead of reflecting the corresponding percentage, one

racial group was much more represented, while the under-represented groups faced a severe lack of representation. The

tables of these data sets can be found below. Figure 1 is representative of the results of the 2007 Nelson Diversity

Survey. Figure 2 is of the U.S. Census throughout the years along with a racial breakdown of the general population.

Figure 1. The figure is the concluding statistics from the 2007 Nelson Diversity Survey.
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Figure 2. This figure is of the 2007 United States Census..

Similarly, the demographics of graduate level students reflect this disparity. From 2002 to 2012, under-represented

minorities only made up approximately 3% of total PhDs awarded for astronomy Rudolph et al. (2020). In the span of

a decade, the percentage of PhDs conferred to under-represented minorities did not surpass even 4% of the entire pool

of graduate students. If the disparity persists as early as the graduate school level, how might the undergraduate level

pool look like? Assuming the undergraduate pool is more diverse than both the graduate level and full-time faculty,

this may be interpreted as the ’turn-off point’ in which these under-represented groups deviate from pursuing a more

advanced position in this field. If this is true, it would be indicative of issues occurring between undergraduate and

graduate school. What is going on during this period?

Just as analysis of the racial demographics of full-time faculty and graduate students were conducted, the diversity

breakdown of undergraduate students within astronomy will also be observed. As suspected, the racial disparity is not

as severe in the undergraduate level. There is a higher percentage of Black and Latinx people earning bachelors degrees

than in the two previous areas. The trend within both of these graphs indicate that the percentage will only increase.

One important note is that the percentage of Black bachelor recipients very slowly increases American Physical Society

(2020a) while the Latinx percentage has increased at a much faster rate American Physical Society (2020b). Figure 3

displays the percentage of Black bachelor recipients while Figure 4 does the same for the Latinx group.

Figure 3. The graph is from the report of the American Physical Society.
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Figure 4. This graph is also from the report of the American Physical Society.

With this information in hand, institutions across the country have been implementing social programs within their

respective astronomy departments and creating task forces meant to place importance on diversity and inclusion.

However, how effective have they been? Just as it is important to implement these programs, it is also important to

keep up with them and analyze their effectivity.

For this project, two objectives are being set: determining where the large racial gap occurs along an astronomer’s

path to tenure and the effectivity of programs set in place by institutions that are meant to highlight diversity and

inclusion. There is the potential of a connection between the two objectives. Depending on the effectivity of these

programs, it may either deplete or contribute towards the present day racial gap.

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1. Background

For this study, factors that potentially contribute to the racial gap within the undergraduate level needed to be

determined. Along with their determination, it was of vital importance that each one be introduced with equal

importance. Failure to do so would not only introduce a level of bias, but skewer the accuracy of the results. The

question quickly became, how could this issue be prevented? Past this issue, the idea behind defining said factors

was to determine if correlation exists between each one and the mentioned undergraduate diversity gap. Assuming

correlation were to exist, it would provide an partial answer as to why the gap exists.

3.2. Data Retrieval

The data set from the AIP TEAM-UP Team (2020) of the American Institute of Physics was utilized. Alongside the

data set, the report also provides a list of factors that are believed to be potential causes to the under-representation

of Black undergraduate students within physics and astronomy. Not only is the inclusion of each factor thoroughly

explained, but is also backed up by various literature. In light of this, the factors the report has listed will also be the

factors utilized in this project. It is also recognized that these factors are not meant to be representative of all possible

ones, but of the ones with significant background. Due to the survey containing significant data only for White and

Black students, the scope of this project will shift to these two racial groups. Figure 5 displays the conducted survey

from this report. The data set itself was collected through means of a survey in which 187 undergraduate students

answered questions regarding their college experience. A Likert scale was utilized for the participants to record their

answers. The AIP report presented each racial group’s mean response according to the question and factor it was

accounting for. However, to check for correlation of each factor, a linear regression model must be in place. Statistical
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tests are then performed with the responses to determine the existence of correlation. Unfortunately, the individual

response would be required to carry these tests out and not the group’s average response. While the report mentioned

a the original responses for a couple of the questions, it did not do so for all of them. To solve this issue, an email was

sent to the team responsible for AIP’s report in an effort to obtain the original, unedited student responses.

Barring a response from AIP, a temporary solution was implemented to continue carrying out this study. Though

AIP’s report unfortunately does not provide individual responses from their student survey, they do provide the mean

average and standard deviation of each survey question from each ethnic group that was involved in the study. With

this information, python was utilized to create individual mock student responses that followed those constraints.

With those limits imposed, it allows for the most realistic individual responses available. To maintain consistency with

the actual survey, the total number of responses was also kept the same. Table 1 contains the parameters that were

utilized in generating the mock data points.



AASTeX v6.3.1 Sample article 5

Figure 5. The results of the survey conducted by AIP

3.3. Data Processing

As briefly mentioned, the obtained data would be utilized to run linear regression models to determine correlation

for each factor. Before the next steps could be taken, it was important to make sure the survey was impartial. To

ensure this, the 7 Classical Assumptions of Ordinary Least Squares was consulted. The purpose of these assumptions

is meant to act as a checklist that the survey data must satisfy so as to yield the best possible estimates. Following

this approval, the BREUSCH (1978), Breusch & Pagan (1979), and Ramsey (1969) are the tests that will aid in

completing the objective. The Breusch-Pagan test will make sure the error within the data is normally distributed.

The Breusch-Godfrey test will establish if correlation is present with each factor. The RESET test is meant to act
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as a diagnostic for correctness of a functional form. With each factor undergoing all three tests, all aspects will be

covered when determining if correlation is present. All of the statistical tests were carried out in Python.

**As results begin to come in, I will continue to add more onto this section.**

4. DISCUSSION

With the mock survey results, the mentioned linear regression tests were performed to statistically determine which

factor is most influential when undergraduate students pondered what would cause them to drop their pursuit of a

bachelor’s degree in astronomy.

4.1. Possible Solution

As previously mentioned, statistical analysis indicate that *FACTOR* is the most influential when undergraduate

students think about potentially dropping astronomy as a major. In light of this assertion, the question then becomes

what can be done to combat this issue?

A possible solution that institutions across the country may want to begin to think about will be mentioned once

final results become available.

5. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, as a result of the tests performed on the survey results, *FACTOR* is the one that has the most

statistical influence when undergraduate students ponder whether they will continue their pursuit of a bachelor’s degree

in astronomy. In response to this, institutions may want to think about implementing *ACTION*. As supported by

*LITERATURE*, an implementation of this kind of resource would have a profound effect on the students who are

being the most impacted. Though it will not completely close the present nationwide racial gap within the field of

study, it will provide a sense of relief which is meant to begin bridging together the great disparity.

Linear Regression along with the statistical tests are currently being carried out and not yet available.
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